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Managing risk within any healthcare organization is, 
by necessity, a high priority and an ongoing process. 
One malpractice claim—or even the threat of a 
claim—can cost a hospital or medical practice dearly 
in dollars, time, and reputation. Using locum tenens 
physicians should not increase your risk of liability, if 
you follow the simple steps outlined in this article. 

Morris Jensby, Vice President of Risk Management 
for CHG Healthcare Services encourages client 
organizations to spend time at the outset with new 
locum tenens physicians to prevent avoidable issues 
down the road. “Getting the right physician, one 
who is a good match for your needs, is your primary 
focus,” says Jensby. “Then, if you spend quality time 
with that physician at the outset of their engagement, 
you will be queued for success.”

The Right Doctor for Your Needs

As soon as you know you will need a locum tenens 
physician, whether for a week, a month, or longer, 
think carefully about the role that doctor needs to fill 
and what skills he or she should bring to the table. 
Key considerations include:

Specialty

This may seem obvious, but if you genuinely need 
a family physician to work in a practice where large 
numbers of children are seen, don’t make the 
mistake of accepting an internist in hopes that other 
doctors in the practice will cover the kids. Inevitably, 
something will happen to put the internist in the 
presence of a sick four-year-old. “Be specific about 
what you need and don’t settle for less,” says Jensby.

Skills

Do you need an internist who is comfortable in the 
ICU? A family physician who does routine obstetrics 
or newborn care? An obstetrician skilled in managing 
high-risk patients? An ER physician who has major 
trauma experience? Again, be specific when you 
work with your recruiter so that you get a doctor who 
is a good match for your needs.

Schedule and Case Load

Be clear with your recruiter about the schedule, how 
busy the locum tenens physician is likely to be, and 
about after hours call requirements. “One hospitalist 
might be comfortable working seven 12-hour shifts in 
a row, while another might feel that exhaustion could 
result in patient care being compromised toward 
the end of such a grueling week,” says Jensby. In an 
outpatient setting, some primary care physicians can 
easily see 25-30 patients a day. For others, 20 might 
be the maximum they’re capable of handling. For 
most physicians, the number of patients they can see 
depends, at least in part, on the patient population 
and the acuity level of the average patient.

Support Staff

Convey to the recruiter exactly what the locum 
tenens doctor can expect in terms of support staff. 
If a specialist comes from a practice setting where 
they were able to rely heavily on a well-qualified 
Physician Assistant or Nurse Practitioner to discuss 
prescriptions or follow up care with patients, they may 
be less effective in a setting where they must handle 
those responsibilities without that support. Similarly, 
a healthcare extender who is used to working with 
minimal supervision may chafe under the oversight 
of a physician who is used to being the only clinical 
contact with the majority of their patients.
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Availability of Specialists

This comes into play mostly in rural areas and smaller 
communities. A physician coming to practice at 
your hospital or clinic needs to know if the nearest 
cardiologist or plastic surgeon is down the hall or two 
hours away. 

Off to a Positive Start

Locum tenens physicians are accustomed to being 
the “the new doctor” again and again. By and large, 
as a group, they’re fairly autonomous, flexible, and 
adaptable. That said, it’s not reasonable to simply 
point them in the direction of their office when they 
arrive and wish them luck. “A proper orientation—
even if it’s just a couple of well planned hours—will 
go a long way toward reducing the risk of problems 
and errors later,” says Jensby.

Some key points to cover in a new physician 
orientation include: a tour of the facility, including 
location of equipment, supplies, forms, and sample 
meds; an introduction to the medical records system; 
a quick course in how diagnostic studies are ordered 
and how results are returned to the doctor; and 
information on obtaining specialty consultations and 
referral of patients outside the facility for services not 
offered internally.

In addition, new locum tenens physicians should be 
introduced to both their physician colleagues and 
to key support staff such as nurses, managers, and 
department directors. If possible, assign the doctor 
one “go to” person who they can rely on to answer 
questions and make further introductions as needed. 
This might be the physician’s medical assistant or the 
office manager in an out-patient setting, or a charge 
nurse or unit secretary in the hospital. 

Taking a little extra time at the outset of each new 
locum tenens engagement will pay dividends in the 
form of reduced risk and peace of mind knowing that 

you have the right doctor on board and that he or she 
is well prepared to practice effectively in your facility. 

Open Lines of Communication

To further reduce risk, stay in close communication 
with the locum tenens physician (especially during 
the first several days of his or her engagement) and 
also with your agency recruiter. Being available to 
the doctor allows for questions and discussion about 
policies or procedures that might need clarification 
and to address concerns that might crop up during 
the early days. 

It’s rare because CompHealth has thorough 
credentialing, interview, and quality assurance 
programs in place, but occasionally a physician simply 
is not a good fit for an organization. CompHealth 
is prepared to deal quickly and effectively with any 
quality-related situation that arises. “Be sure to get 
in touch immediately with the recruiter when any 
unexpected issue arises or if you feel in any way 
uncomfortable with a physician’s manner of practice,” 
says Jensby. “At the end of the engagement, you’ll 
be asked to complete an evaluation of the physician. 
We encourage clients to return these to us, as their 
assessments are an important part of our ongoing 
quality assurance and risk management program at 
CompHealth,” says Jensby.

Finding the right doctors for the right positions is a 
collaborative effort. Working together, locum tenens 
physicians, the clients who need them, and the 
recruiters who match the two can design solutions 
that meet the needs and expectations of all parties 
involved—and keep risk to the absolutely minimum.

Be sure to get in touch immediately with the 
recruiter when any unexpected issue arises.
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This document is not intended to be legal advice and 
is being provided as a convenience only. Recipients 
of this document should seek independent legal 
counsel for advice on proper professional liability 
procedures. CHG Companies, Inc. and its affiliates, 
subsidiaries, parent company, directors, officers, 
agents and employees specifically disclaim any 
liability for the information contained herein and 
make no warranty regarding the same.
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